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Abstract. The purpose of this paper is to analyze the corpus of two magazines
(Cosmopolitan and Men’s Health) and whether they sub-consciously portray gender
stereotypes. This study focuses on the usage of the seven basic colors (Primary (N=3),
secondary (N=3), and black) in the magazines, their frequency in articles, and the
purpose of usage. A mixed method was used in order to retrieve the results of this
research. The quantitative method was utilized to extract the frequency of a color in
both magazines, whereas the qualitative method explored the usage of colors in context,
so within the articles. The findings of the study may suggest a tendency toward gender
stereotypes and advertising stereotypes through the usage of colors in combination with
clothes or body parts which were found during the qualitative method.
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1 Introduction and Theoretical Background
Discussing about stereotypes often generates a fiery debate amongst people, a topic
which according to Brems and Timmer (2016) has also been considered as a human
right law that one should protect. Based on Merriam-Webster’s Learner Dictionary,
stereotypes are defined as “an often unfair and untrue belief that many people have
about all people or things with a particular characteristic”. Considering this,
stereotypes have been the focus of numerous studies as they tend to generalise a
group or a community with particular characteristics. These research studies examine
the discrimination done to a group of people based on their ethnicity, race, culture, or
gender and so forth.
Nevertheless, this particular paper focuses on gender stereotypes, stereotypes that
are particularly ascribed to women and men. More specifically, the impact of colours
used in two magazines (Cosmopolitan and Men’s Health) will be analysed, in order to
examine whether their usage in articles displays gender stereotypes or not.
Cosmopolitan is an international, monthly women magazine published and
translated in 25 countries worldwide. It is both a mix of global and local cultures as it

can borrow articles from other Cosmopolitan articles published, but it can also
comprise of the country’s own original articles. The magazine as such includes
various sections, related to womanhood specifically, where numerous topics, issues
and concerns are addressed.
On the other hand, Men’s Health is a monthly magazine the readers of which are
mostly men, more precisely 85.05% (Mediamark Research, 2002). Similar to the
aforementioned magazine, Men’s Health also focuses on a variety of matters
discussed into different sections of the magazine such as weight loss, fitness, style,
health, and so on.
In addition, what both magazines share in common besides some of the similar
standard categories (style, entertainment, health, fitness, etc) is that the targeted
readership is mainly young women and men, approximately 25-35 years old
(Motschenbacher, 2009). Apart from this, the magazines also promote femininity and
masculinity through the articles published (Alexander, 2003; Chang, 2004).
Nonetheless, the usage of colours according to Karniol (2011) demonstrates
stereotypes. In her study, colours display gender stereotypes as she examines how
children differentiate amongst pink vs. blue and Batman vs. Bratz illustrations. The
results showed that when faced with the opportunity of choosing between colours,
boys tend to avoid the ones that are stereotypically referred to women (red, pink,
purple), whereas girls used colours more “realistically” as they used fewer colours to
portray boys’ illustrations (grey, black, green), and a number of colours to colour
girls’ drawings.
In contrast to the previous study, a paper by Bonnardel et al. (2017) published
slightly different results where both sexes, who were British, showed preferences for
green and blue, and female participants sometimes, aimed for pink and purple colours
as well. The same study was also developed with Indian participants too, extracting
almost the same results, besides the fact that Indian males are comfortable with the
colour preference pattern. In contrast, Indian females displayed a pliable colour
preference according to the questionnaires which was interpreted as a norm of
oppression which needs to be re-examined.
A study conducted in Switzerland revealed how the media impacts gender
stereotyping, especially at young ages. The study conducted involved parents and
their opinions and perceptions of children advertisements and whether they display
gender stereotypes or not. In general, parents shared their concerns with how media
advertises certain products and toys, hence proclaiming that advertisements are
menacing, chiefly towards children (Sanchez and Masip, 2014).
All in all, a correlation between gender stereotypes and biological sex is exhibited
through abundant research which claims that there is a difference between male and
female and ever so often exposed through colours.

2 Research Design
The aim of this research was to investigate whether the basic colours used by the
editors in the articles of Men’s Health and Cosmopolitan reflect gender stereotype or
not, and in order to analyse this a Do-It-Yourself (DIY) corpus was created and used.

In order to have a representative corpus from both magazines, the DIY corpus
contained online articles with approximately 700 words retrieved from the Style
section from two monthly US magazines, Men’s Health and Cosmopolitan. This
particular section has been selected since both magazines share the same content of
discussion (appearance, fashion trends, clothes, etc) and because according to my
opinion it utilizes colours in the articles. These articles were extracted from 20072017, every two months, so within a year there were a random selection of 12 articles
(February, April, June, August, October, and December). This period of time has been
chosen taking under consideration the fact that the articles are available online only
until December 2007 and no older articles can be accessed. After collecting all the
articles, they were converted into text files of a txt. format and analysed through the
AntConc Software. Because of the lack of such a corpus, this concordancer has been
selected since it is a freeware program, a KWIC (key word in context) generator, easy
to operate with it, and credible (Anthony, 2004).
Through AntConc, a mixed method (qualitative and quantitative) was used which
helped extract the number of frequencies that a colour was utilized (quantitative), and
after that, each instance was analysed qualitatively, so the colours were taken and
examined in context. The first methodology was followed so that the research
becomes more structured and neat, whereas the second one provides a broader
cognisance of the matter (Sanchez and Masip, 2014).

3 Results
Through the methodology aforementioned and from the random articles extracted
from the magazines, it can be concluded that the seven basic colours in both
magazines have been used 480 times. The frequency of the colours (See Figure 1) was
retrieved from both magazines within a time frame, from 2007 to 2017.
Therefore in Men’s Health, the number of instances of the basic colours was:
➢ Red – 52 times
➢ Yellow – 8 times
➢ Blue – 61 times
➢ Green – 40 times
➢ Orange – 16 times
➢ Purple – 4 times; and
➢ Black – 108 times
Whereas in Cosmopolitan, the number of instances of the basic colours was:
➢ Red – 49 times
➢ Yellow – 12 times
➢ Blue – 15 times
➢ Green – 7 times
➢ Orange – 5 times
➢ Purple – 3 times
➢ Black – 100

Fig. 1: The frequencies of the seven basic colours from 2007-2017

According to the usage of colours and the context in which they are utilized, it may
be deduced that the majority of colours is used to describe clothes and fashion
accessories, whereas there have been cases where they were used to depict: drinks
(red wine), furniture (red carpet), and animals (yellow-throated lizard, blue-footed
booby).

4 Discussion of Findings
Even though randomly selected, the number of colour frequencies in the articles
tends to show gender stereotyping. Starting from the red colour, in Men’s Health there
is a dominance of avoiding the usage of red to describe clothes, however there is a
tendency of discussing about red carpets, a red face, and red wine. The most peculiar
instance of the colour red related to clothes was collocated with ‘tango’, which
according to Google Images, resembles a shade of dark pink (See Picture 1).

Picture 1: Tango Red

Reinforcement of gendered colouring can be identified through this example as the
editors of the magazine applied a pink hue while still retaining the term red. This may
be concluded as an avoidance of using terms such as pink, which may be stereotyped
as feminine, and therefore aiming for a neutral gendered colour such as red.
Nevertheless, almost the same results appear in Cosmopolitan as well when
referring to red. The dominant collocation of red is ‘Red Carpet’ whereas the rest of
the articles have used red to address different attire (skirts, dress, pumps, gown, and
gloves). In contrast to Men’s Health which discusses a red, irritated face;
Cosmopolitan refers to another body part, lips. According to Motschenbacher (2009),
lips are central when it comes to portraying femininity as seductive, thus
Cosmopolitan uses the lexeme lip in combination with red to endorse
‘aestheticization’ of the female body.
Other colours, such as yellow, green, and orange have been mainly used to
describe clothes in both magazines, with an exception with Men’s Health. However,
the colour yellow was associated with rugby sweaters, implying that men should show
their masculinity through pieces of clothing that have to do with sport and physique,
but also maintain their neutrality by choosing this colour over other ones.
In addition, even though in both magazines the usage of the blue colour is mostly
about fashion trends and garments, the number of frequency differs immensely
(Men’s Health – 61, Cosmopolitan – 15). The dominance of blue in Men’s Health
indicates a colour-gender association, where blue is seen as a colour for boys. This
sort of stereotype begins since the early ages, sometimes even before the baby is born
by setting norms to the newborn by differentiating items and belongings into blue
(Cunningham and Macrae, 2011).
The articles that contained the colour purple in Men’s Health displayed another
example where colour gender stereotyping may occur. Purple was used to advertise
chinos, a particular pair of pants, nevertheless the word as such had ‘even’ in front.
This imposes a ‘feminine’ fashion trend to men, where besides red and green chinos;
they get even purple ones, implying that it is unusual for a man to appear in such a
colour.
Last but not least, black is the most ubiquitous, as is it the most frequently used
colour in both magazines and their articles. In concordance with other colours, black
is also used in respect to clothes and accessories. Nonetheless, even though Men’s
Health is categorized as a men’s magazine, there have been three instances where the
collocation ‘black dress’ has occurred, twice referring to women and their dresses,
while once referring to men, maybe subconsciously. This instance advertised a pair of
sneakers, which according to the author may replace ‘your go-to black dress shoes’.
Subconsciously or not, the magazine in a 2016 article has left space for criticism as it
went against its own rules and norms of promoting masculinity through it. Whereas,
Cosmopolitan’s most frequent black collocation was little black dress (LBD), which
inflicts women into thinking that you are not ladylike enough if you do not own an
LBD, and that this may impact their feminine touch as well.

5 Conclusion and Implications
This research paper aimed at examining whether colours in magazines reflect
gender stereotype through the articles written by the author or the editors. The study
revealed that to a certain degree these magazines reproduce gender stereotypes and
impose their readers into these conventions as well. Even though some of the most
noticeable colour-gendered associations were projected through red, black, and blue;
the other colours used by authors tried to maintain a neutral position in the majority of
articles. In line with this, gender stereotypes are exposed through implying that
according to Men’s Health, men need to take care of their physique through sport,
which will also impact the way the clothes fit on them. While Cosmopolitan uses its
articles to advertise beauty, femininity and the seductive aspect of a woman.
This investigation may hypothesize that magazines follow a gender-stereotypical
perspective of writing, and that such a discussion, which focuses on colours, is of
importance and may add to the collection of gender stereotypes in the media,
precisely in magazines. Nevertheless, the research has been conducted under a limited
amount of time with a limited number of articles. Thus, it is recommended that for
further research, the paper includes a larger sample of text, which may assure more
credibility to the findings.
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